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We expect to hit top gear by end of 2020, says hockey coach Reid
NEW DELHI, SEP 4 /--/
India's training
environment is second to
none and the national
team can hit the top gear
by the end of  this year,
asserted chief coach
Graham Reid, who has
adopted a "conservative
approach" to train his
players.

Forced to hit pause
the button after touching
its all-time highest world
ranking of fourth, the
Indian men's hockey
team did not train for
more than five months
due to the COVID-19
pandemic. An optimistic
Reid said even though the
future looks uncertain
with no international
competition scheduled
for this year, the side can
regain the intensity by
the end of  this year.

"It's not just India,

the rest of the world has
been affected by the
COVID. Every hockey
playing nation is in the
same mode. But the good
thing is that we are on
the right path now. It is
definitely going to take a
while for us to return,"
the Australian told PTI in
an exclusive interview.

"But by the end of this
year, probably by
November-December we
expect to return to where
we were because if we are
able to train without any
hindrance, our
environment is second to
none. "The best thing is
that we have a centralised
training environment
just like Australia has in
Perth." Having spent the
entire period here in
India since the outbreak
of the virus, Reid, a
former coach of the

Australian team, is aware
of the approach he and
his support staff needs to
adopt in the prevailing
circumstances. "The
good thing is that the
players have started what
they love doing -- go on to
the field. But we are
taking a very
conservative approach,
we are not going too
fast," he said.

"We are right now just
focussing on fitness and
skill training, making
sure that players are
getting their skills back,
monitor everything with
GPS with emphasis on
control over a player's
workload." The ongoing
camp, that began on
August 19, is scheduled to
end on September 30, but
the coach hinted that it
can be extended till
November if  the situation

demands and external
factors are under control.
"I am confident that we
will be able to create an
environment for
competitive hockey if
everything is under
control. But we will be
assessing the situation,
which can change
anytime depending on
circumstances," Reid
said."Personally, I would
like the players to stay
inside the SAI campus
here and continue
training till November."
Reid, however, refused to
take a definitive call on
normal resumption of
training of six male
players, including
national captain
Manpreet Singh, who
had tested positive for
COVID-19. "The Sports
Authority of  India (SAI)
in conjunction with other

stakeholders have
created a Standard
Operating Procedure
(SOP), which we are
following all the time.
"So, only time will tell
(when they return to full
fitness). It is impossible
to predict. But as I said
earlier, we are adopting a
conservative approach,"
he said.

Besides Manpreet,
striker Mandeep Singh,
defenders Surender
Kumar and Jaskaran
Singh, drag-flicker Varun
Kumar and goalkeeper
Krishan Bahadur Pathak
required hospitalisation
after testing positive for
the virus when they
returned for the national
camp. The six player have
now recovered but are
still in isolation inside
the SAI campus in
Bengaluru. (PTI)Graham Reid

Gutsy Nagal
loses to birthday
boy Thiem, exits
US Open

NEW YORK, SEP 4 /--/
Sumit Nagal's trademark
fighting spirit was on display
throughout but it was not
enough to get past world
number three Dominic
Thiem, who notched up a
straight-set victory over the
Indian in the US Open men's
singles second round here.
Nagal lost 3-6 3-6 2-6 to the
second-seeded Austrian, who
celebrated his 27th birthday
with a commanding
performance at the Arthur
Ashe stadium on Thursday.
Thiem, this year's Australian
Open finalist, had said that
he has seen videos of Nagal's
game and knew that he has a
ripping forehand. Well
prepared, he came out with
a clear strategy of not giving
many balls on the forehand
side of the Indian.

"Thank you 2020 US
Open. Lots to learn. Going to
keep working hard! Thanks
for all the support everyone,"
Nagal later tweeted. Nagal
came into the contest after
giving India a rare singles
main draw match win at a
Grand Slam but it was
always going to be a daunting
task for him to challenge
someone who has made two
French Open finals. Slow off
the blocks, Nagal was
broken early but the slogger
that he is, he kept Thiem
under pressure, creating as
many as five chances to
break back in the fifth game
that lasted 10 minutes. He
converted the fifth
breakpoint when Thiem
made an unforced error and
made it 3-3 with an easy
hold, riding the momentum.
Playing with a lot of energy
and stinging strokes, those
were the best two games that
Nagal played as the gap
between him and the top
players was on display after
that. Thiem, using his
superior game shifted gears
with remarkable ease,
turning the tide with an
immediate break and served
out the set. Nagal lost his
serve early again with Thiem
getting a grip of his returns.
The Austrian started to serve
better and also unleashed his
big-hitting game, keeping the
match in a tight grip. Thiem
broke the 23-year-old Nagal
one more time in the seventh
with a cross court winner to
serve at 5-2.

Nagal got a break back
when Thiem hit a backhand
long on the third breakpoint
but dropped his serve in the
next to give his fancied
opponent a two-set
advantage. Thiem wrapped
up the match with ease even
as Nagal kept finding
winners here and there. He
fought hard and saved a
match point too, but it was
clear that the young Indian's
best was not enough to
trouble the top guns. (PTI)

Djokovic puts unbeaten
run on line on Day 5
NEW YORK, SEP 4 /--/
Top-seeded Novak Djokovic
puts his undefeated record
in 2020 on the line in a third-
round match on Day 5
against No. 28 Jan-Lennard
Struff.

It's a rematch: Djokovic
beat Struff 6-3, 6-1 last week
at the Western & Southern
Open, part of the 17-time
Grand Slam champion's 25-
0 start to the season. In other
men's play Friday, No. 4 seed
Stefanos Tsitsipas faces No.
27 Borna Coric, and No. 5
Alexander Zverev faces No.
32 Adrian Mannarino. In a
matchup between players
who won 2015 junior titles
at Flushing Meadows, No. 19
Taylor Fritz, a 22-year-old
American, will play No. 12
Dennis Shapovalov, a 21-
year-old Canadian. Five
years ago, Fritz was the boys
champ in singles,
Shapovalov in doubles. On
the women's side, 2018
champion Naomi Osaka
plays Marta Kostyuk, while
63rd-ranked Jessica
Pegula's debut in the third
round of a Grand Slam
tournament comes against
two-time Wimbledon
champion Petra Kvitova.
"Honestly, I don't even think
I'm playing that great. I'm
figuring it out," Pegula said.

"Maybe before, I would
have gotten more easily
frustrated or not played as
smart. I'm staying tough in
the really tough moments."
KEY RESULTS Men's
second round: No. 2
Dominic Thiem beat
Sumit Nagal 6-3, 6-3, 6-2;
No. 3 Daniil Medvedev
beat Christopher
O'Connell 6-3, 6-2, 6-4;
No. 6 Matteo Berrettini
beat Ugo Humbert 6-4, 6-
4, 7-6 (6); No. 21 Alex de
Minaur beat Richard
Gasquet 6-4, 6-3, 6-7 (6),
7-5; Vasek Pospisil beat
No. 25 Milos Raonic 6-7
(1), 6-3, 7-6 (4), 6-3; No. 31
Marin Cilic beat Norbert
Gombos 6-3, 1-6, 7-6 (2),
7-5.
Women's second round:
No. 2 Sofia Kenin beat
Leylah Fernandez 6-4, 6-
4; No. 3 Serena Williams
beat Margarita
Gasparyan 6-2, 6-4;
Sorana Cirstea beat No. 9
Johanna Konta 2-6, 7-6
(5), 6-4; Tsvetana
Pironkova beat No. 10
Garbi e Muguruza 7-5, 6-
3, No. 22 Amanda
Anisimova beat Katrina
Scott 4-6, 6-4, 6-1. (AP)

Capitals duo Lalit-Tushar
eager to make mark in
their debut IPL season

DUBAI, SEP 4 /--/ Rookie paceman Tushar Deshpande
wants to learn from seasoned pros like Kagiso Rabada and
Ishant Sharma, while teammate Lalit Yadav is aspiring to
join the list of  young guns who have done well for Delhi
Capitals in the previous seasons of the Indian Premier
League. The 25-year-old right-arm fast medium Deshpande,
who has 50 wickets from 20 Ranji Trophy games for
Mumbai, is simply happy that he is back to what he loves
doing after a six-month COVID-19 forced break. Speaking
on the back of  a nets session here at the ICC Academy,
Deshpande said,"It is my first ever IPL so it is always special.
But for me, what makes it extra special is the fact that I am
getting to do the thing I love the most, which is bowling. I
am finally bowling after almost 6 months so it is a different
challenge."

"All the bowlers here are my seniors with prior IPL
experience. Having people like Ishant and Rabada help first
timers like me," said Deshpande, who possesses a whipping
run-up. "It is a fantastic opportunity for me because by the
time I get to make my debut, I would have got some feedback
from them, and hopefully that would help me stay ahead
and plan my strategy accordingly during the matches," he
added. Yadav, a big-hitting middle-order batsman and a
handy off-spinner, feels that Capitals provides the perfect
platform that any newcomer would aspire. "Delhi Capitals
is the team known to give a good platform to the youth. We
have so many examples already in our team. Our captain
Shreyas Iyer, Prithvi Shaw and even Rishabh (Pant) were
all identified by Delhi," Yadav, who enjoys a strike-rate of
136 plus in 30 T20 games so far, said. The 23-year-old lanky
all-rounder feels it's the perfect opportunity for him. "So, it
is definitely the perfect opportunity for me, and I aspire to
perform and go on to represent India like they have done,"
said Yadav, who is confident that he won''t be overwhelmed
by the occasion.

"I know some of the players from domestic cricket
already - like Ishant bhaiya, Shikhar bhaiya and Rishabh
Pant - and now I am getting to know the others too. For a
youngster like me, the IPL is a very big opportunity and I
am hoping to make the most of it through my
performances," he added. (PTI)

NEW YORK, SEP 4 /--/ Yes,
Serena Williams won in
straight sets again. And yes,
she moved into an all-
American showdown at the
US Open against Sloane
Stephens. Still, this victory
did not quite go according to
plan. Her serve only so-so at
times, her footwork a bit off,
Williams got by and got
through Thursday night
against an opponent ranked
just 117th, beating Margarita
Gasparyan 6-2, 6-4 and
letting out a cry of  "Yes!" at
the end that reverberated in
a nearly empty Arthur Ashe
Stadium. It sounded more
like relief than excitement.

"The only thing holding
me back is that I get
frustrated," said Williams,
who has won six of her 23
Grand Slam singles titles at
Flushing Meadows and was
the runner-up the past two
years. "But I'm out here, I'm
fighting. It was just a minor
setback. If anything, it could
help me know what not to do
next time." That'll be
Saturday against Stephens,
the 2017 U.S. Open
champion. It is their seventh
match-up; Williams leads 5-
1, including victories in the
past four meetings in a row,
but they last played at the
2015 French Open. Stephens'
lone head-to-head victory
came all the way back at the
2013 Australian Open. This
calibre of contest certainly
doesn't feel as if it belongs in
merely the third round at a
Slam, but that's the luck of
the draw this time. What will
also be odd: the quiet. All
spectators were banned
from Flushing Meadows this
year because of the
coronavirus pandemic.

"I know if there were
fans it would be so lit, and I'm
kind of sad that we're not
playing in front of fans,
because it would be so fun,"
said the 26th-seeded
Stephens, who advanced
Thursday by defeating Olga
Govortsova 6-2, 6-2. "The
atmosphere won't be as big,
but obviously a big
opportunity to play against
the greatest player in the

Serena Williams sets up US Open
showdown vs. Sloane Stephens

world. So, yeah, unfortunate
but still fortunate." Both
have compared the setting to
their days as juniors,
playing at age 10 or 12.
Williams turns 39 this month
and expended a lot of
energy lately. All five
matches she played during
the resumption from the
tour's COVID-19 hiatus and
before the start of  the U.S.
Open went the full three
sets; her record was 3-2 in
those. Her two U.S. Open
wins were in straight sets, at
least. But things weren't as
easy as they might have been
against Gasparyan, who hits
flat with a one-handed
backhand and whose only
trip to the fourth round at a
major ended with a loss to
Williams at the 2016
Australian Open. Williams
served for the first set at 5-1
and got broken. She went up
4-2 in the second set and got
broken, dropped 8 of 10
points in one stretch and
found herself at 4-all. In all,
she put only 58% of her first
serves in and was broken
three times.

"I'm just happy to get
through it and focus on the
next round," said Williams,
who called a strip of tape on
the outside of her left leg
"preventative." Light rain
began falling during the
warmup period, so Williams
and Gasparyan sat on the
sideline, each draping a
towel over her shoulders,
until Ashe could be turned

into an indoor facility. The
roof remained closed for the
match that followed: Andy
Murray against Felix Auger-
Aliassime. Louis Armstrong
Stadium was covered during
the second set of 2019 men's
runner-up Daniil
Medvedev's 6-3, 6-2, 6-4 win
over 116th-ranked
Christopher O'Connell, but
matches on all the outside
courts were suspended in
the evening because of the
shower. Earlier men's
winners included No. 2
Dominic Thiem, No. 11
Karen Khachanov, 2014
champion Marin Cilic and
unseeded Americans
Frances Tiafoe and J.J. Wolf.
No. 14 Grigor Dimitrov, who
got the coronavirusduring an

exhibition tour organized by
Novak Djokovic in June,
and No. 25 Milos Raonic were
eliminated. No. 9 seed
Johanna Konta lost 2-6, 7-6
(5), 6-4 to Sorana Cirstea, and
No. 10 Garbi e Muguruza --
who owns two major titles --
was beaten 7-5, 6-3 by
Tsvetana Pironkova, who
took a three-year break from
professional tennis to have a
son and is in her first
tournament since
Wimbledon in 2017.

"It's just great to be
playing without that extra
pressure that I had on my
myself before," the 32-year-
old Bulgarian said. "Before it
was, like, almost a life-and-
death situation for me to win
a match. Right now, it's not
really like that." Other
women moving into the
third round included No. 2
Sofia Kenin, who won the
Australian Open in
February; No 7 Madison
Keys, No. 15 Maria Sakkari
No. 18 Donna Vekic and No.
22 Amanda Anisimova, a 19-
year-old American who beat
16-year-old American
Kristina Scott. "It was weird,
because I've actually never
played someone who is
younger than me in a Grand
Slam," said Anisimova, a
semifinalist at last year's
French Open.

"It was a first for me. I was
pretty nervous." (AP)

BARCELONA, SEP 4 /--/
Lionel Messi’s father sent a
letter to the Spanish league
on Friday saying his son is
free to leave Barcelona
immediately without having
to pay the 700 million euro
($837 million) buyout clause.

The letter comes a few
days after the league said
Messi was still under
contract until June 2021 and
could not leave without
paying the penalty. In the
letter, which was seen by The
Associated Press, Jorge
Messi disputed that and said
the contract allows his son to
leave for free at the end of  the
season, which this year was
pushed back by the
coronavirus pandemic.
Lionel Messi invoked the
clause to leave last week,
shortly after the team’s
humiliating 8-2 loss Bayern
Munich in the Champions
League quarterfinals.
Barcelona claims the clause
expired on June 10 and told
Messi he had to stay until the
end of his contract or pay the
buyout clause. The letter by
Jorge Messi, who is also
Messi’s agent, was sent two
days after there was no
agreement in a meeting
between him and Barcelona
club president Josep
Bartomeu. Besides the

Messi’s father tells Spanish
league his son is free to leave

Jorge Messi
uncertainty over the future
of Messi, Barcelona is still
mired in crisis three weeks
after the loss to Bayern
Munich on Aug. 14. And
there are few signs that the
club is close to getting back
on track a few weeks from the
start of the new season. The
club’s immediate focus has
been on trying to get Messi to
change his mind about
leaving. Bartomeu and
incoming coach Ronald
Koeman said the team’s
restructuring project
revolved around the
Argentine forward, so
convincing him to stay is key
to helping lift the club out of
one of  its worst crises ever. If

Messi doesn’t change his
mind, a lengthy legal battle
could ensue, further hurting
Barcelona’s restructuring
process. The club will start
its season against Villarreal
in the Spanish league at the
end of the month. It also
remained unclear what
would happen to the rest of
the squad after “profound”
changes to the first team were
announced by Bartomeu and
Koeman. Koeman said he
wouldn’t count on some key
players anymore, including
Ivan Rakitic, Arturo Vidal
and Luis Suárez, a longtime
Messi friend and possibly
one of the reasons why he
asked to leave. (AP)


